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Spanish Halberds in South Carolina?
By Chester B. DePratter and James Legg
The medieval weapons class of “polearms”
includes spears, pikes, bills, scorpions,
forks, spontoons, poleaxes, fauchards,
partizans, berdiches, and halberds, among
others. Most of these instruments of
combat are now completely obscure, but
halberds, at least, are still reasonably well
recognized. We can attribute this, in part,
to their continued use by the ceremonial
guards of the Tower of London, the
Yeoman Warders or “Beefeaters,” and by
the equally ceremonial Swiss Guards of the
Vatican (Figure 1).

gradually over time with the cutting blade
becoming more prominent and ornate
(Figures 2 and 3).
Hernando de Soto and his army of 625650 men passed through South Carolina
between April 17 and about May 15, 1540
(Lawrence, et al., 1993). They had landed
in Tampa Bay, Florida, on May 30, 1539,
marched north through Florida, and then
they spent the winter in the Indian town
of Apalache at present-day Tallahassee,
Florida. In March and early April,1540,
they moved north through the state

Figure 1: Recent photo of Swiss Guardsmen carrying halberds at the Vatican.

Halberds were specialized weapons
developed for use against mounted men
wearing armor. The metal head was
attached to a wood (typically ash) shaft
about six to eight feet long. On one side
of the head was an axe blade that could
be used to slash at the legs and bodies of
horses, and on the opposite side was an
angled protrusion or hook that could be
used to pull armored riders down from
their mounts. At the tip of the halberd
was a spear head that could be used for
thrusting at horses and riders or against
foot soldiers. Halberds originated in
the 14th century and their form changed
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of Georgia and crossed the Savannah
River into South Carolina near Augusta,
Georgia, on April 17. After proceeding
across an extensive area with no Indian
inhabitants, they reached and crossed
the Broad River, South Carolina, not far
upriver from Columbia. They followed
the Broad River down to the Congaree
River, and then turned north, following the
Wateree River to the vicinity of Camden,
where they visited the powerful chiefdom
of Cofitachequi and met there with its’
woman chief. From there they traveled
north along the Wateree and Catawba
Rivers, leaving present-day South Carolina

after a stay of about one month.
The members of the Soto expedition
included wealthy noblemen and
common soldiers. Perhaps a quarter of
the men were mounted on horses and
the remainder were foot soldiers. Some
of the wealthier men wore armor, shirts
of chainmail, and other protective gear,
while ordinary soldiers did without such
protection. Weapons carried included
crossbows, arquebuses (matchlock
firearms), lances, swords, and halberds.
When Soto’s army passed through South
Carolina in 1540, they did not anticipate
encountering cavalry or men in armor,
but halberds were included among the
weapons carried. The four extant written
accounts describing the expedition say
that there were halberdiers included in
Soto’s army. These halberdiers were part of
Soto’s personal guard that consisted of 60
men. There were also crossbowmen, foot
soldiers armed with shields and swords,
and perhaps men carrying arquebuses
included in the guard. We do not know
just how many halberdiers there were. The
guard provided protection for Soto and his
personal entourage that included a page,
a groom, an aide, a chamberlain, slaves,
and servants. He would have carried
material goods equal to his position as a
wealthy aristocrat and leader of the army.
We know that for at least part of his time
on the expedition he lived in a tent made
of cotton and wool that he obtained while
serving in Peru (Avellaneda 1990).
Over the past two centuries, several
halberds have been found in Mississippi
and Arkansas along Soto’s route. Most
were found in farm fields (though one was
pulled from the bottom of the White River
in Arkansas by a mussel fisherman), but
their identification as Soto-related objects
has been controversial and the debate
is ongoing. An article published in 1987
in the journal, The Arkansas Archaeologist
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the Soto era and is more
consistent with those used
in the 18th century. It may

actually be an example of
a “halberd tomahawk,” a
trade tomahawk form using
a light halberd head that
saw use in the 18th and 19th
centuries.
Now that you know
what a 16th-century halberd
looks like, you should watch
for that familiar shape when
you plant a new camellia
or put in a new driveway
or dig a posthole for your
fence. If you happen to find
an authentic halberd, it may
possibly be the first object
from the Soto expedition
found in South Carolina.
Of course, you have about
the same odds of finding a
Figure 2: A Spanish halberdier, 1529. (Weiditz 1927)
Spanish halberd as you have of winning
(Dickinson 1987), reviewed details
the Powerball lottery (one in 292,201,338),
relating to some of these objects, and a
but don’t let that deter you.
halberd head found in South Carolina
was included therein (Figure 4). That
object was found more than a century ago
on the property of Mr. Robert Ariail, Jr.,
of McCormick County, South Carolina.
Unfortunately, this South Carolina halberd
differs from classic halberd forms of
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Figure 3: An array of halberds dating 1400-1600. (Stone 1934)
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